Insights: The Newsletter of the Neal A. Maxwell Institute
for Religious Scholarship
Volume 25

Number 2

Article 4

January 2005

BYU Anthropologist Addresses Maya Origins Puzzle

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/insights
Part of the Mormon Studies Commons, and the Religious Education Commons

Recommended Citation
(2005) "BYU Anthropologist Addresses Maya Origins Puzzle," Insights: The Newsletter of the Neal A.
Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship: Vol. 25: No. 2, Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/insights/vol25/iss2/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Insights: The Newsletter of the Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship by an
authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

INSIGHTS

likely had a good understanding of such nuances, and he may
have employed them as part of
a powerful object lesson for his
brothers. !
By Matthew L. Bowen
BYU graduate (2000) in English,
minor in Classics; pursuing studies in
Hebrew Bible and Egyptology
Notes
1. Hugh Nibley, “Ezekiel 37:15–23 as
Evidence for the Book of Mormon,”
in An Approach to the Book of
Mormon, 3rd ed., ed. John W.
Welch (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and FARMS, 1988): 311–28;
John A. Tvedtnes, “Rod and Sword
as the Word of God,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 5/2 (1996):
148–55.
2. Raymond O. Faulkner, A Concise
Dictionary of Middle Egyptian
(Oxford: Griffith Institute/
Ashmolean Museum, 1999), 122.
3. Ibid. Significantly, all mdw-derived
words were originally written with
the “walking stick”/“staff” (i.e.,

“rod”) hieroglyph (see Sir Alan
H. Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar
[Oxford: Griffith Institute/
Ashmolean Museum, 1999], 510).
Thus “word” in its earliest Egyptian
conception was literally identified
with a “rod.”
4. Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and
Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew
and English Lexicon of the Old
Testament (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1951?), 641. ( מטהmaṭṭeh) =
“staff, rod, shaft.” It is derived from
the triliteral root N ṬH, which as
a verb means “stretch out, spread
out, extend, incline, bend.” Thus I
suspect that Lehi’s first mention of
the “rod of iron” might well constitute a polyptoton (words derived
from the same root and used in
the same sentence) on N ṬH: “And
I beheld a rod [maṭṭeh] of iron,
and it extended [nth] along the
bank of the river, and led to the
tree by which I stood” (1 Nephi
8:19). An Egyptian transliteration
of the Hebrew maṭṭeh (“rod”) and

|

Egyptian mdw/mt.t (“rod, word”)
would have been graphically similar or even identical if written in
demotic characters.
5. Faulkner, Concise Dictionary, 122.
6. Ibid.
7. Ibid.
8. Compare the phrase “word of God”
to mdw-ntr “words of God” = “hieroglyphs.”
9. For biblical examples of the rod
of iron, see Psalm 2:9; Revelation
2:26–27; 12:5; 19:15; compare
Isaiah 11:4. In all of these passages,
the rod is emblematic of the deified
king’s authority to enforce his own
divine decrees—the word of God.
10. Exodus 14:16, Exodus 17:5–6, and
Numbers 20:8–11 are the biblical
passages to which Nephi alludes.
Remarkably, each passage cites
the maṭṭeh (“rod”) as the instrumentality through which Moses
performed the miracles recorded
in Exodus. Thus Nephi’s additional
wordplay in 1 Nephi 17:26, 29 is
likewise sublime.
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BYU Anthropologist Addresses
Maya Origins Puzzle
In 2001 the chance discovery of a 2,000-yearold Maya mural in a chamber buried beneath a
pyramid in the Guatemalan jungle stirred the
archaeological community. It was a sensational
ﬁnd, one of the most important for Mayanists in
half a century. Rendered in brilliant colors with
exquisite skill, the remarkably well-preserved
mural reveals a highly sophisticated artistic tradition and hieroglyphic script predating the Maya’s
golden age by 800 years.
Since then, a team of archaeologists working
at the remote site, at San Bartolo in Guatemala’s
Petén lowlands, have uncovered another mural
in the chamber. They expect to piece together
additional murals that once graced the other two

walls, destroyed long ago by Maya workmen making way for newer construction.
Last October, at the Beckman Center of the
National Academies of Science and Engineering in
Irvine, California, all six members of the San Bartolo ﬁeld research team presented their latest ﬁndings. Among them was BYU professor of anthropology John E. Clark, director of the BYU New
World Archaeological Foundation, who addressed
the longstanding puzzle of Maya origins.
He noted that for all the attention given to
excavating Maya sites in Mesomerica, scholars
remain unclear about the origins of Maya civilization, “and for most of them, it is not a research
question.” One result of this neglect is that “the
Maya have consistently been given credit for
things they did not do,” Clark said. “Many Maya

continued on page 4
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Maya Origins

cont. from page 3

practices were a revered heritage received from
their Olmec forebears.” (The Olmecs are thought
to have occupied southern Veracruz, western
Tabasco, and nearly all of Chiapas in what is
present-day southern Mexico.)
Clark explained that there are two main
hypotheses regarding Maya origins. The “mother
culture” hypothesis posits that Maya civilization
derived from the earlier Olmec civilization, while
the “sister culture” hypothesis asserts that diﬀerent cultures arose independently yet contributed
equally to the development of Mesoamerican
civilization (discounting the primacy of Olmec
settlement and inﬂuence). Clark sees merit in the
former view, but with a crucial distinction: he
proposes the label “mother civilization” or “ﬁrst
civilization” hypothesis since the focus is not
on cultural dimensions such as biology and linguistics but on “the advent of civilization among
established peoples and linguistic communities”
—that is, on institutions and belief systems.
Clark then reviewed considerable archaeological evidence indicating that the Olmecs were the
ﬁrst major civilization of Mesoamerica and that
they exerted a lasting civilizing inﬂuence on the

A looters’ trench exposed part of the pyramid’s mural.

Maya and other peoples. For example, to illustrate
the Olmec legacy among later Mesoamerican peoples, Clark took a detailed look at the great Maya
king Pakal of Palenque, who lived 1,000 years
after the Olmecs and whose tomb, found in 1952,
was replete with artifacts.
Clark found “an 80 percent
correspondence between the
practices and artifact inventory apparent in Pakal’s mortuary monument and Olmec
practices from the previous
millennium. This is a phenomenal correlation.” Noting
that the Maya at San Bartolo
wore masks exhibiting clear
Olmec inﬂuences, Clark concluded that “the San Bartolo
mural communicates plainly
after 2,000 years of entombment that the Maya derived
civilization from their Olmec
ancestors.”
The other distinguished
speakers at the symposium
Dressing of the maize god, ca. AD 100. San Bartolo Mural North Wall, center. Artwork
were William A. Saturno, the
by Heather Hurst. Published with permission of the Proyecto San Bartolo.

INSIGHTS

|

5

PUBLICLY SPEAKING CONT.

University of New Hampshire archaeologist who
discovered the mural; Michael D. Coe, an anthropologist at Yale University who is a major ﬁgure
in the decipherment of Maya writing; David S.
Stuart, an archaeologist at the University of Texas
at Austin who, like Coe, is known for his expertise in Maya writing; Karl A. Taube, an anthropologist at the University of California, Riverside,
who serves as the iconographer of the San Bartolo
Mural Project; and Heather Hurst, an archaeological illustrator at Yale University who is producing
reproductions of the San Bartolo murals.
Among those attending the symposium was
Allen J. Christenson, a humanities professor at
BYU who specializes in the art and literature of
the Maya people of Mexico and Central America.
As translator of Popol Vuh: The Sacred Book of
the Maya, 2 vols. (London: O Books, 2003–4), he

appreciates the cultural signiﬁcance of the San
Bartolo murals.
“If someone sat down to imagine what the
ﬁnd of the century would look like, he could not
have done any better than this,” Christenson said,
noting that the murals are remarkable for their
antiquity, beauty, and intact state as well as for
the rich iconographic and epigraphic information
they contain. The frescoes include phonetic Maya
language (only a few of the glyphs have been
translated so far) of purely theological content,
and the scenes of creation mythology ending with
the accession of a king relate directly to Popol
Vuh creation stories. “What we have of the Popol
Vuh is a 16th-century copy, but the stories and
creation imagery go way back, before the time of
Christ,” Christenson said. !

Hugh Nibley

Nibley also emphasized that early Christian
leaders consistently diﬀerentiated between episcopal and apostolic authority. This is clearly evident
in epistles written to outlying churches in which
local bishops such as Ignatius, Clement, and
Polycarp, recognizing the limits of their stewardship, urged repentance not as emissaries acting
under an apostolic or even episcopal mandate, but
merely as concerned friends and observers. Even
centuries later, when bishops assumed higher
authority, they still did not command repentance.
“Plainly the apostles had a kind of authority that
none of their successors had,” Nibley wrote. “They
were conceived of as the twelve judges of Israel
and so were limited to that number” (10).
In the second half of his course, Nibley gave
special attention to how the oﬃce of bishop changed
drastically as Rome emerged as the controversial seat
of episcopal and, later, papal authority. He probed
the shifts in power, the origin of episcopal hierarchy,
issues of apostolic succession, and modern-day confusion surrounding the development of papal power.
“A thousand years after Nicaea the church discovered that a one-man organization could not provide
a dependable succession and hit upon the idea of a
council of men,” taught Nibley. “This is exactly what

cont. from page 1

apostolic authority, the book opens a new window
on the character of Nibley’s scholarly interests and
teaching style during his seventh year of teaching
at BYU.
The lectures are divided into two sections. The
ﬁrst section considers the duties and ecclesiastical
authority of apostles and bishops throughout the
early church, and the second section covers topics
related to the legitimacy of the Roman church’s
controversial claim to ecclesiastical supremacy.
Nibley began his course by summarizing the
conflicting views of Protestant and Catholic
scholars on whether the early church was formally organized or not (lack of consensus on this
issue warranted reexamination of the two main
ecclesiastical oﬃces in question: that of apostle
and bishop). He then reviewed key diﬀerences in
those oﬃces and traced the gradual secularization
of the bishop’s role into one resembling that of an
elected political magistrate, with the trappings of
civic prominence and magisterial dignity. Nibley
emphasized that no single bishop had primacy
over any other and that episcopal councils and
synods eventually became the norm for governing
the church in the absence of the higher ecclesiastical authority possessed by the apostles.

continued on page 6

